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The Ethics of Development: Management in a Global Era
Ethics and development
The term "ethics" comes from the Greek word ethos which means accepted customs and traditions of a society; later, in Roman times, the term was translated into Latin as mores, which is the root of the words morals and morality. Sometimes, these two terms, "ethics" and "morality" are used as virtual synonyms. However, they mean different things. Ethics refers to fundamental values and principles underlying human action; morality refers to the observance of socially acceptable and customary practices. Nowadays, the common use of these terms is cast in terms of what is good or evil, right and wrong, as well as the appropriate conduct of people in a society (Engel, 1990: 6) Of course, there are many social scientists who would like to avoid dealing with ethics and morality in the study of human affairs. Either they have a basic distaste for anything "moralistic," or they think that anyone talking about it must be acting out of self-interest while hiding behind a hypocritical facade of morality. They also allege that "the values referred to so frequently in ethical discourse are intangible, beyond measurement, often ambiguous and all too open to various interpretations" (Trompf, 1987: 103) . And because of its alleged subjective or emotive language, ethical dimensions of development and governance have been rarely addressed.
But ethics and values have always been with us. Thus, the relevant question is whether or not the principles used in creating theories and models of social action -goal-oriented behavior -can be detached from the values of their creators. All human action (Karma) ever taken is susceptible to blame and praise, to being judged good or bad, or as having ethical implications. For instance, when the planet was
The Ethics of Development 203 conceptualized into First, Second, and Third Worlds, this taxonomy was loaded with ethical issues. In the 1950s and 1960s, the newly independent countries were termed "backward," "undeveloped," "less developed," or "underdeveloped" nations: this was a value-laden vision of the world. The very term "development" has an ethical connotation because it means a progress from small to big, bad to good, and poor to rich.
It is generally assumed in Western academic and international cooperation circles that their models of governance and development are universally applicable, in particular in the so-called developing nations. The opposite is hardly the case: we do not hear about non-Western models being used as a blueprint for governance structures and styles for the Western world. Culture, values, and prejudice, including the cultural construction of "the other," are important elements that make up the foundations of the origins and teleology of development. Until recently, overtly ethical vocabulary was seldom a part of any development theory dialogue; instead the thinking was that ideas, models, and technical solutions prescribed by the developed countries were valueneutral and uncontaminated by subjectivity. After all, these societies were developed.
One question that has been rarely raised is whether it is morally permissible to allow a distinct and inferior level of human dignity to be maintained for the poor. Are there no ethical compulsions and obligations that the governments and people of the North and the well-to-do in the South have towards exploitation, poverty, unemployment, disease, subhuman quality of life, environmental degradation, widespread corruption, and bad governance? Why has there been so little said about ethical issues when discussing development management? Nothing in the fi eld of development is value-free. Impartial objectivity and value-neutrality are possible and practiced in the fi eld of natural science. But when we discuss human activity and development, it is important to know and worry about the moral signifi cance of prescriptions for bringing change in the human condition. Thus, the ethics of development conjures an image of moral leaders like Henry David Thoreau, Albert Schweitzer, Mahatma Gandhi, and Wangari Maathai using ethics to empower themselves, and bringing changes in their societies by sharing their ideas with others. If development is to mean the emergence of a just society worldwide, then values and ethics cannot be fenced out of developmental planning and action. In this chapter, we attempt to examine some of these related issues.
